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'You can have a 
great product, but if 
you don't have the 
business acumen to 
tull it off, you're 





By Bob Evancho 
glow-in-the-dark toilet 
seat was not exactly 
what Jim Steinfort had 
in mind when he was 
hired to do invention 
assessments for the 
Idaho Business and 
Economic Develop-
ment Center. But as di-
rector of lBEDC's Technical and Industrial 
Extension Service, he is occasionally asked 
to evaluate contraptions that probably have 
- to put it politely - questionable market-
ability. 
Steinfort and his program are among the 
many services offered to Idaho's inventors 
by lBEDC, which is administered by the 
Boise State University College of Business. 
The goal of the services is to link the techno-
logical and business expertise of IBEDC 
consultants like Steinfort and Dick Miller 
with Idaho inventors who possess skills in 
one area of the innovation process but may 
need help in another. 
While Steinfort, whose more than 30 years' 
experience includes six years with NASA's 
Manned Spacecraft Center, can provide in-
vention/innovation assessment and other 
services from a technological standpoint, 
Miller and his colleagues in the lBEDC's 
small business development division can 
offer business advice. 
In the case of the lady with the lighted 
toilet seat, Steinfort diplomatically suggested 
she "reconsider the viability" of her product. 
This union of business, technology and 
discovery can help Idaho's inventors -
many of whom don't know or care about the 
business end of the process - through the 
long and often vexing journey of marketing 
a product. "By nature they like to putter and 
are not interested in business aspects," says 
Miller. 
Steinfort agrees: Although his focus is on 
product development, he points out that all 
the technological know-how in the world 
won't manufacture and sell an invention 
without a sound business plan. In other words, 
developing a technology or invention that 
works is only half the battle. "You can have 
a great product," Steinfort says, "but if you 
don't have the business acumen to pull it off, 
you're not going to be successful." 
Assuming they've come up with a worth-
while gizmo, inventors and innovators must 
be prepared to navigate the many obstacles 
en route to commercializing their product. 
They can tinker till the cows come home, but 
eventually they will need to assemble a for-
mal business plan because the bottom line is, 
of course, the bottom line. 
"The obvious key is to determine the 
product's potential market demand," says 
Miller. The inventor, he suggests, must de-
termine if enough people will buy his inven-
tion at a price that will yield a profit. "If the 
demand isn't there, then there's no need to 
take it any further," he continues. "It doesn't 
matter whether or not it works, it makes no 
sense to spend time and money if it won't 
sell. If it is worth pursuing, there are some 
things we can do to help." 
Among those "things" are referrals to 
further develop the product. Some of the 
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